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ABSTRACT 

T^e process, content, and effect of revision in the 
writing process is analyzed in light of recent writing process 
research. Taylor calls for an approach to English as second language 
composition m which students are taught how t^ write with an 
emphasis on revision. Most authorities agree that revision entails a 
complex set of behaviors that occur throughout the writing process. 
Studies of revision content indicate that some revision processes, 
even the more complex ones, can be taught to younger learners. The 
research also shows that relatively complex revision skills have bee 
less effectively taught than the simpler skills involving spelling o 
punctuation. It is argued that revision is one of the least taught 
writing skills and that most composition students are allowed to 
submit rough^draf t copy. Teachers must learn to view early drafts as 
unfinished rather than wrong. (RW) j a» 
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to thelrelltt^Je' n'lglec? orco'^pos'it lo^" t^"^ "^^^'^ ^«-^-n 
rooms. 1 Given the%udio- 1 inaua? nr ,^n. ^" ^SL class- 
and policy-makers in the field s°^hT"'-"-°^ """^^ theorists 
If not forgivable. Many ESL teacheJs w^llfH','"!? understandable, 
meaningful writing instruction hnt H^ iK ^^^^ ^° P^^ide more 
to the challenge. ^ruction, but deem themselves inadequate 

in.hel^tn%'%^";h^\e'a\%%%s'^prom^^?e%?^w^i'L°c ^"'^""^^ 

points out that research in ESI rf™nn= » composition. Zamel2 

istent. Nevertheless^shrcontendr th^^r ^' ^^^^"^11/ nonex- 
vant information that llnLaae eH„^=;^^ ^ ^^"^'^^ °f ^^le- 

research in English compofufon ' to- -mainstream 

minor Jevo!:Uon'irthe°fas;'dlcLr 'T^'' undergone a 
grammar syntax, and the'otLJ products or^h" ^''^^ ^"-"^es on 
IS on the wane. Rp<:paT-,-f,»^L P^oaucts of the writing episode 
during the wrUing lpLoSl ftsI?/"" at what happens 

shifted from the wrf? ng pro5ucJ ^o ^hf''" ^"ention has 

has examined the implicit ions of th^l writing process. 3 
writing instruction and conrl,^H« .^ I"^" "^^^ntation for 
writini process that deserves rJf f^^'^ variable in the 
educators is the act of rlvisi^a t° f ^"ention of language 
to ESL composition ?n ih[crstuf;nt?^lrl ?f 'h/^ ^" ^P^"^^'' 

process ofrev^sion^L%^^^n^^?d^^1a;f^^--^^^^^^^^^ 
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light of recent writing-process research. 
REVISION - A 'recursive PROCESS 

some s!;ggLt'Jon'or"ldo?n^""th'ft°'H^'^ ^'''"8 process contain 
Thi<5 ♦♦t-o 1 aoing that^which has been written 

iSc udIng's°uTt:;:ra"s ;ivfiln" various label, by , authorities , 

element should be deHned an] descr'ibid '° ''''' 

the wr?tirHnl ^7. example defines revision as . . what 

equate revision with rewr tina ' uP'^ appears to 

ties, as we shall see wn. in i' ^".^''"ation th&t some authori- 

?e^-sro^:-£- ri Kn^ 

writers do tTd?^^Sv%^; -"raev^loT^lharthl/'ha^e * tHa^^^''^''^ 
beginning with the reading of a completed firs? dra?t "^' Fx 
ternal revision, on the other hand involves " 'I'^^ft- Ex- 
do to communicate what they have fnimH^hl *, ' * writers 
.nother audience. „ J,,lr„l l^^V'.lL'.Silr.'^rZ.i' 

Revising . is not just correcting the lexi- 

cographic and syntactic infelicities'of written 
prose ... It also includes (1) changino the 
tfon'?^?^^''" ^" responie^o a LafizS' 

- «n™ f, 1 original intended meaning is 
somehow faulty or false or weak . . f21 

. adding or substituting meaning to clarify the 
originally intended meaning or to follow morl 
Closely the intended form or genre of the ?Ix't ' 
r^aH^Ki'^ making grammatical sentences more 
aril?i%^r^?^^*'"S' ^«°^dering and restatirig 
as well as (4) correcting errors of diction 

?nt2nH'"^'P*'°".^"'^ ^y"*^" that nearly obscure 

:c^^S?:Sinn^?h^°gr^Sh^Jle^-.°^''-^^- - . ^ 

defini?!--? ^:if!ir:%^--|L- ?o-i-^?eSr-!I?-°^l3 
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an umbrella. term for three types of textual change: correcting, 
revising, and rewriting, ^or Emig, 

correctingis a small, and usually trivial, 
affair that consists of eliminating discrete 
'mechanical errors' and infelicities ... Re- 
vising rs a larger task involving the reformula- 
tion of larger segments of discourse and m 
more major and organic ways — a shift of point 
of view toward the material in a piece; • • 
Rewriting is the largest of the three, often in- 
volving total reformulation of a piece in all 
* its aspects; or the scrapping of a given piece, ^ 
and the writing of a fresh one. 

Sommers^ takes issue with those who define revision as a 
particular "stage** in the writing process. She contends that 
revision is . . part of the generative nature of the compos- 
ing process . . . not a stage, but a process that occurs through- 
out the writing of a work." 

Linear stage models are, according to Sommers , inadequate 
and misleading. xShe believes it more profitable to think of 
writing as "... a recursive process; a process characterized 
bv significant recurring patterns and the repetition of the same 
operations during different cycles. (A cycle is not the same 
thing as a stage 'since it cannot be defined by a single objective 
or process. 

Flower and Haves^^ agree with Sommers that the concept of 
linear stage-- does little to explain actual writing behavior: 

Stage models, which take the final product as 
their reference point, are adequate metaphors 
for distinguishing the large, abstract "stages" 
of a process that might go on for* days or weeks. 
But thev offer an inaccurate, even misleading 
description of the more intimate, moment-by- 
moment intellectual process of composing. 

Murray!- catches^^the flavor of this generative and re- 
cursive process in his discussion of how writers move both back- 
wards and forwards during the process of interjial revision: 

& 

They move from a revision of the entire piece 
down to the page,, the paragraph, the sentence, 
the line, the phrase, the word. And then, be- 
cause each word may give off an explosion of 
meaning, thev move out from the word to the 
phrase, the"nTne, the sentence, the paragraph, 
* the piece. Writers move in close and then move 
out to visualize the entire piece. Again and , 
again and again. 
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occSr^ihfousiourthrinu'n: LT'^' '^^'^ °' "^'^^^"^^ ^'^V ^ 
'^THt CONTENT OF REVISION ♦ ' - 

their ?Jxt%'-'''?n °n '^^^"8'^'-'^ ^° writers make when they alter 

writers and "poor" writers ^nH ^v ""''" between "good" 

-«-ncant dU.op:-t-^ 

adult writlr's'wit^'^ho^c .^ad/r' ' ' ^-'^ experienced 

experienced wTieJs'iad: a iJosJ " sli'jLe"' fresh.en! The 

the freshmen Thr^ frocL„^ ^'x t mes as many revisions as 

wording act?v it v"..n^ ^^^t' ''ev'sion as essentially a "re- 

vocabufarv'usajL "^e^ad'al t r'on"th'"^^' '"^ '^'J""^" 
vision ^ t ^""^^^> on the other hand, viewer! ro- 

operatfon^'of'Js fffscJoo!" J!""ences between the r&vision 
ardized wri? n^ test ancf?^ nf ^k"' ^*8h on a stand- 

Students in bo^h g Lps w ote a^brlef'e'^'""^^"''"« classmates, 
event of their choice Th° m brief essay, on a recent news 
their essavs averleln. writer, made 184 changes in 

comparison- g;ouT.^:^r^„;-e chan^'r^ri '^l'"' ' "^^^^^ ^^e 

f^r^g^^d^^— d-m-iJ-n " 

^r^teh%^^ r^^^^"^"^^^^^^^ 

:idronIv1our': "'"^^'P'— changes, while the contfol'group 

schoo,'s:n[oT:^It:r^'^e;^^^'mucr^L'^'■"^? ^^^^^^ 

Their predominant concern s Zrd cho'.c rC^- freshmen. 



her study of the composing processes of five unskilled comniunity- 
Jonlje writers. NoUng that less than lU of their revisions 
pertained to matters of content, she postulated that for these 
students, attention to detail interferes with the effective 
.communication of a message. "Editing' intrudes so often and to 
such a degree that it breaks down the rhythms generated by 
thinking and writing. ... As soon as a few words are written 
on the paper, detection and correction of errors replaces 
writing and revising."^" 

The studies discussed thus far have been case studies 
involving a small number of subjects and have dealt exclusively 
with the composing processes of older adolescents and young 
adults. A much larger study, and one that invites some interest- 
ing comparisons, is an examination of revisions of a national 
sample of nine, thirteen, and seventeen-year-old students con- 
ducted bv the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 
In this study, approximately 2,500 students at each of these 
levels were given an. initial writing assignment (to be written 
in pencil), and were then allowed additional time to make any 
desired changes in pen. They were permitted to make changes xn 
the first draft and/or rewrite the first draft completely. Most 
students attempted some type of -revision (60.2» of the 9-year 
olds, 78. U of the 13-year-olds, and 68. 0» of the 17-year-olds). 

Of those who revised, more 9-year-olds made mechanical 
changes (e.g., spelling, punctuation) than any,other type of 
revision; in both of the older age-groups, more students made 
stylistic changes (e.g., substitution of a word, phrase or 
sentence) than any other type of revision. This would appear to 
verify the expectation that younger pupils have a more super- 
ficial view of revision, a belief that is further reinforced by 
the fact that cosmetic changes (e.g., appearance, legibility) 
steadily decreased through the grades; 20. 6» of the 9-year-olds, 
14. 3t of the 13-year-olds, and 8.01 of the 17-year-olds made 
such changes. Conversely, holistic changes (e.g., radical 
departure from the original report) increased from 6. 0» among 
'the youngest students to 12. 0» among the oldest students. 

While this study points to a general developmental trend 
from simple to more complex revision operations, there is some 
evidence that many of these operations are amenable to instruc- 
tion! even in the'early grades. GraveslS has ^«"""y/°'?Pl^^J,, 
a two-year study of children in the first four years of elementary 
school which indicates that, with proper instruction, young 
children arc quite capable of complex revision and rewriting . 
stlrategies. 
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THE EFFECTS OF REVISION 
19 



groups f revision - r^""" "^^^^f" experimental and control 
this claim^S nH?r;.«/.j:^yr studies on which she bases 

inis Claim indicates that Bamberg is referrine SDecifiraiiv 



Proved' o:jj i„r,jfrrr-'"» "sti "ij '3.i:"i' res„i. i„ 

that the dismssinn^r • ' • ' ' l^. <i°es , however, believe 
erouDS '• ^ ^^vifion techniques, carried i-n both 

groups, . . . may very well be the teaching procedure which 
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improved the students* skills."" 

Hansen's contention that rev i s i qji^w i thout instruction may 
Act result in an improved product is supported by other studies. 
In the National Assessment study discussed above, both the tirst 
draft and the revised draft produced by 9-year-olds and 1^-year 
-olds were given a quality rating from 1 (low) to 4 (high). 
Commenting on the degree of change between the first and second 
drafts,' the authors concluded that: 

Fcr both the 9- and U-^ear olds and for 
reports in all four categories, approx imatcj^ 
85"o of those who revised wrote end products that 
were categorized the same as^ their first draits 
for overall organization. The remainder of the 
-revisions included almost as many declines as 
improvements in overall organization.*- 

Perl,^^ in her studv of unskilled college writers, found 
that " . . despite the students' considered attempts to proof- 
read their work, serious syntactic and stylistic pro^blems re- 
mained in their finished drafts." ^ 

It is important to note that both the National Assessment's 
and Perl's findings relate to relatively complex revision skills. 
The National Assessment report refers to a lack of improvement 
in "overall organization," while Perl* notes the persistence of 
cntactic and stvlistic problems" after revision. While none 
of «iese studies refer, to the relative success of attempted 
revision of less complex patters (e.g., spelling, punctuation), 
it is likely that students were more successful in performing 
low-level revision than they were in resolving mor.e ditficult- 
problems . 

INSTRUCTION IN REVISION 

Murray"' claims that ". . . rewritingMs one of the 
writing skills least researched, least examined, least under- 
stood ,and-usual 1 y- - least taught. The vast majority of stu- 
dents. . . get away with first draft copy." 

How well does Murray's charge hold up? Square and 
Applebee^S conducted a study of 158 high schools with strong 
English departments and found that "Only in about 12 percent of 
thi high schools had students revised their ^f^^ing completely 
in response to teacher ' correct i on '. "29 Hoetker atld BrosselpO 
asked 1,129 college freshmen how often they had been required 
to revise papers \n their high school English cla»^ses. More 
than 751 responded that they were seldom or never asked to 
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"^t^'i'^i'il minority who did revise reyularlv. onlv 

sa.d that their rovisi^Dns wore re-evaluated or re-sraded 

'u?v';v%h'a?"eli.rri ^'^^-'"<^J?^>°"' an informal follow up' 

>urve> that elicited reports from i:s school districts. Of 

approximately 13 .U0(. students , -7% indicated that he? were 
drif?: "s^^of'th ? >-vise Of those who.did revise their 

of he'st.'llont- - the eighth grade and about 40'. 

teachers hfr -'f?* I'f " ^""^^^ ^^'"^ responded that their 

teachers had" often' or "almost -always" re-evaluated their work.'^^ 

3 ^ 

n,*" that the high school seniors in her studv 

did not voluntarily revise school -sponsored writing. Some eCua- 
iol/inTe esLl'll' '^""Z -^"--"^ • most' bel ieved that teachers 
Sclrdami [^33-^. in mechanics and grammar than in content. 
5cifrdamalia^-5 conducted a study in. which eighth graders wer.^ 
as^ed to write a report and then revise what thev*'^ad writ en 
b th,'^"'I "^^ °"1>- the students astonished and uj ei - 

chm -f ^\'^ majority were unable to mal*e an 

thT^ 1^^"^.^'^ t''^'^- St in bad their first drafts i,^ "ont of 

^Joduct ndt'T''"'''"'""^''' ''''' J'-^f^^ «ncre e 

ideas ' ^ °' "-^xploring, thought and sketching 

tent';nn''th!.'t''r"'^'''' ^ ' confirmation of Murravt's con- 

t mnear hirri-h " ^''^"^^'^^t taught writing skills, 

t appears that teachers have a very narrow view of rev is ion- - 

iut L';-.'-'"i>""-'^ " ^''^ rewriting a corrected first draf ° 
but mo.e often equating it with the correction of mechan cal 

r"?:i;n i'^an*^'; ^^^^-ts learn ^ocoScel^e of 
revision a^ an aversive activity, or as Murrav34- savs " 

^ime - - ^''"■^ it- right' the fi^i 



Craves-*-' believes that writini; teachers must learn to 

FolKnrhis'H.H"'?-'^ • • "^^ wrong, only Unnish'ed." 

lollowing his study ol writing instruction, Graves offered these 

er'itlnrvlarth^ n'°rm • ^"^^ " ^'^^ ^" -'^oo 1 s^w^Jere'-^^^l" 

. - . the teacher's f i rs t, response was to 
content, what the child kniw or did not know about 
the subject. Rewriting came first at the point of 
intormation, rather than. language conventions. 
Lang.uagc conventions were deal|t with onlv when 
the tinal draft was re^dy for an ^ud i ence . 30 

is trei?ed'a^^^^'^-^^' '■'■^^■^■-^ describes, composition 

?self Wrftin P'^'^"^^-:^ means to an end, rather than an end in 
Itself. Writing-process research is still in its infancy but 
enough is now known to furnish teachers with useful information 
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--information that can reshkpe the Writing durriculum and thus 
produce fluent, effective writers. 



NEW*^DIRECTIONS 



As a logical outgrowth of the fledgling discipline of . 
writing-process research, the serious study of revision is just 
beginiving. To date, most studies have been of a descriptive 
nature calling attention to the fact that »»revision" is an um- 
brella term, encompassing a number of different behaviors, and 
that, far from being a "stage" in the writing process, revision 
occurs at many different times and places ih writing. Future 
research will be able to capitalize on these findings by focus- 
ing on specific types of revision and examining* their usefulness 
at various points' in the growth of a written product. 

The case-studV approach has been useful in outlining the 
parameters of the writing process and, accordingly, the revising 
behaviors of specific types of writers. While all such research 
is valuable and welcome, it should be noted that most such 
studies have involved either high school seniors or college stu- 
dents. More research is needed with younger writers and, of 
course, with ESL students of all ages. 

•» 

Research on T:evision has important implications for the 
teaching of ESL composition. Taylor's call for "an approach 
which places composition revision in a central position ^\ needs 
to be taken seriously. , Students need to leai-n that revision is 
a normal and expected part of writing. They need to learn that 
revision is more than just the correcting of minor errors--that 
content is every bit as important as spelling. They also need 
to know when to delay their rev i s ions- - to keep the ,word*s and 
the ideas flowing--to see the first draft as an experimental 
draft. Recommendations such as these, though based on the re- 
sults of substantive research, stand in marked opposition to 
traditional ESL practice.^ If the benefits of such research are 
to be realized by those that matter--the students--it is 
imperative that educators be mad^e aware of research on revision 
and other aspects of the writing' process and the implications 
these studies have for an improved and effective curriculum. 
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CORRECTION 

The Editor of the Occasional Papers regrets that 
in the Fall, 1981 issue the following error was in- 
advertently made in printing Doreen Pat Jeske's article, 
•'Talking on Paper? An Antidote": on pages 84-85, her 
correct affiliation following the title, in the biogra- 
phical footnote and in the text is ELS Language Center 
rather than ESL Language Center. 
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